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Bringing the margins into the middle - reflections on Racism, 
Class and the Racialized Outsider 
 
A Seesaw of History 
%RRNVOLNHWKLVGRQ¶WFRPHDURXQGYHU\often.  With Racism, Class and the Racialized 
Outsider, Virdee (2014) seeks to enrich our social theories with detailed political histories, 
and in so doing presents a corrective to each.   Historically, the book makes visible the 
µUDFLDOL]HG minorities in socialist movements who played an instrumental role in trying to 
align struggles against racism ZLWK WKRVH DJDLQVW FODVV H[SORLWDWLRQ¶ Virdee, 2014: 164).  
Theoretically, it reads off this activity that prevailing accounts of race and racialization have 
overlooked the ways in which the µracialized RXWVLGHU¶ can act as µD leavening agent 
nourishing the struggles of all, informed by their unique perspectives on society¶ (ibid).   In 
its historical mode the book might rest in the company of a handful of texts, though none is a 
perfect FRPSDUDWRU  , KDYH LQ PLQG -DPHV :DOYLQ¶V WULR 1972) The Black Presence: A 
Documentary History of the Negro in England, 1555-1860; (1973) Black and White: The 
Negro and English Society (1555-1945), and Making the Black Atlantic: Britain and the 
African Diaspora (2000).  Perhaps it also shares something in common with classics like 
3HWHU)U\HU¶VStaying Power: A History of Black People in Britain DQG&/5-DPHV¶
(1991) The Black Jacobins, but tackles core arguments in others, not least omissions in E. P. 
7KRPSVRQ¶V  The Making of the English Working Class, and /LQGD &ROOH\¶V 
Britons.  I find it interesting that in the main it is easier to locate 9LUGHH¶V text alongside 
monographs in history than monographs in social theory.  3HUKDSV 5REHUW 0LOHV¶ 
Racism and Migrant Labour is an exception to this, as well as the early work on racism and 
the welfare state by Mike Cole, but kith and kin in the literature on race and racialization 
nonetheless come in shorter forms.  One especially thinks RI6LYDQDQGDQ¶V (1982) collection 
of papers in A Different Hunger and 6WXDUW+DOO¶V essay RQ µ5DFH$UWLFXODWLRQ DQG
6WUXFWXUHG'RPLQDQFH¶  
Knowing these texts sufficiently well, I am especially struck by the nature of the 
historical seesaw of inclusion and exclusion throughout 9LUGHH¶V DGGLWLRQ.  ,W¶V D GUDPDWLF
and compelling account, in so far as µ>H@DFKWLPHWKHERXQGDU\RIWKHQDWLRQZDVH[WHQGHGWR
encompass ever more members of the working class, it was accompanied and legitimised 
through the further racialization of nationalism that prevented another more recently arrived 
group from being incOXGHG¶ 9LUGHH   &OHDUO\ therefore there is a lot we could 
discuss here and so I would like to use the limited space to make a couple of modest and 
tentative observations on the following issues. 
:KDW¶VLQDVRFLRORJLFDOconcept? 
TKHQRWLRQRI µ5DFLDOLVHG2XWVLGHU¶DSSHDUV WREULQJ LQWRD IRFXVDQXPEHURI LVVXHV
Firstly, the process of race-making - RUEHFRPLQJµUDFLDOLVHG¶- ZKLFKLQ9LUGHH¶VDFFRXQWDV
others, notes the move from an idea of race UHVHPEOLQJ µOLQHDJH¶ WR VRPHWKLQJ ZKLFK
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µDVVXPHG DQ DGGLWLRQDO VHQVH WKDW VHHPHG LQLWLDOO\ WLJKWHU DQG PRUH VFLHQWLILF« D ILQLWH
QXPEHURIEDVLFKXPDQW\SHVHDFKHPERG\LQJDSDFNDJHRIIL[HGDQGPHQWDOWUDLWV¶%LGGLV
1979: 11). The process is of course key and well established, but in VirdeH¶Vreading it does 
not take a linear route.  µ5ace¶ LQVWHDG µwas constitutive in the making, unmaking and 
UHPDNLQJ RI WKH ZRUNLQJ FODVV LQ (QJODQG DFURVV WZR FHQWXULHV¶ LELG S . As such, and 
especially in the organisation of social and political life, µWKHUHZHUHKLVWRULFDOPRPHQWVZKHQ
WKHZRUNLQJFODVVVXSUHVVHGVXFKH[SUHVVLRQVRIUDFLVPDQGRQRFFDVLRQDFWLYHO\UHMHFWHGLW¶
(Virdee, 2014:  5-6).   Such is the nature of racialization: a juddering movement of rejection 
of one group and the incorporation of another (or later indeed the same group), and which can 
be quite consistent with intellectual and popular logics of racializing.  Secondly, the 
µRXWVLGHU¶ part adds something distinct to the prevailing tradition of µoutsiders¶ DV LQ WKH
American interactionist scholarship, the provenance of which is part of the folklore of 
sociology, through the work of Howard Becker and colleagues in the Chicago school in 
particular.  This was very much taken up in labelling theories and what we might think of as 
the study of crime and deviance (and which can spin out and across social theory through the 
idea of µVLJQLILFDQWRWKHUV¶DQGVRforth,GRQ¶WVHH9LUGHH appealing to this.  Nor do I read 
him as reaching for D YHU\ GLIIHUHQW IDVKLRQ RI WKLQNLQJ DERXW WKH RXWVLGHU DV WKH µ2WKHU¶
While this is getting nearer WRKRZ ,XQGHUVWDQG9LUGHH¶V FRQFHSW, the current home of the 
µ2WKHU¶ is post-colonial inquiry, and Virdee is adamant that in his case such framings µmust 
be rejected because they unnecessarily flatten British history, eliminating the bitter class 
conflicts that erupted and structured DQG VWUXFWXUHG FODVV LQ WKLV SHULRG¶     The 
challenge for Virdee instead is to develop a sociological concept RIµ5DFLDOLVHG2XWVLGHU¶, one 
that is theoretically transferable beyond the micro encounter between different actors, and is 
especially able to incorporate social structure, but is historically meaningful and sensitive to 
resistance.  In his discussion of the Irish Catholics he clarifies how:  
 
7KHWHUPµUDFLDOL]HGRXWVLGHU¶LVHPSOR\HGWRGHQRWHKRZWKLVJURXSVSULRUH[SHULHQFHRI
subjugation and racialization as a people at the hands of the British elite helped inform 
their relative lack of enthusiasm for, and commitment to, the dominant politics and 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRI WKH%ULWLVKQDWLRQRQFH LQ%ULWDLQ $IWHUDOOµWKHLU¶QDWLRQZDVXQGHU
the iron heel of the British state, they were castigated as Catholics and increasingly as 
members of an inferior Catholic race. And this detachment from the dominant ideology 
provided then with a unique perspective, an alternative lens¶LELG  
In my own work I have observed similar dynamics in Du %RLV¶ QRWLRQ RI µJLIWHG VHFRQG
VLJKW¶ DQ RQWRORJLFDO SHUVSHFWLYH DQG VHQVH RI SROLWLFDO FODLUYR\DQFH VXPPHG XS KLV LV
VWDWHPHQW WKDW µWe LQ$PHULFDFDQVHH$PHULFDDV LWFDQQRWVHH LWVHOI¶ 'X%RLVTXRWHG LQ
Meer, 2010).  Virdee might equally relate his reading to Lukacs, but it is interesting that 
Virdee does not want to be contained by a paradoxically parochial Global north±south 
conception of centre and periphery, and highlights the internal plurality RI WKH µUDFLDOL]HG
RXWVLGHU¶ through the inclusion of the Irish Catholic presence. In so doing I think this adds 
something new and important to the whiteness literatures in particular, and especially the 
ambiguous place that Irish racialized outsiders have occupied (Hickman, 1998).i  This is at 
least one RIZD\V,LQGLFDWHGWKDWWKHERRNFXWVDJDLQVWWKHJUDLQRI&ROOH\¶VLQIOXHQWLDO
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account, which in not being attentive to µIreland¶s position as a colony of Britain ± not 
thousands of miles away but in its own backyard ± fails to grasp the political significance of 
,ULVK&DWKROLFPLJUDWLRQWR%ULWDLQ¶9LUGHH But the Irish are not the only part of 
9LUGHH¶VHTXDWLRQ7KHpolitical content and context of antisemitism in British Socialism is 
meticulously catalogued too.  For when the nation is reimagined and the racialized Irish 
become part of the working class, Virdee shows how this occurs at the expense of 
consolidating anRWKHU µPRGDOLW\ RI UDFLVP¶ ± namely antisemitism.  Centring on political 
mobilisations around the 1905 Aliens Act, Virdee sheds light on KRZ µPDQ\ VRFLDOLVW
nationalists were complicit in this surge in anti-Semitism that led to the introduction of such 
racLVWOHJLVODWLRQ:KHWKHULWZDVEHFDXVHWKH-HZVZHUHRIDQµDOLHQUDFH¶RUWKHEHDUHUVRI
culture that they deemed was unassimilable the socialist nationalist¶V refusal to integrate the 
Jewish worker into broader class struggles of the new unionism was a SURIRXQGIDLOLQJ¶ (ibid. 
54).   
 
The race-class nexus 
7DNHQ DV D ZKROH WKLV ERRN LV TXLWH FRQVLVWHQW ZLWK 9LUGHH¶V ZLGHU LQWHOOHFWXDO
investment that has seen him µQDYLJDWH EHWZHHQ WKH 6F\OOD RI UHGXFLQJ UDFH WR FODVV DV
Marxists were, and are prone to do) and the Charybdis of studying race in isolation from class 
DVVRPDQ\LQVRFLRORJ\FRQWLQXHWRGR¶9LUGHHTXRWHGLQ0HHUDQG1D\DN  One 
way of addressing - in some respects overcoming - the race-class binary is to recast it as a 
nexus, aQ LQWHUSHOODWLRQ HYHQ VXFK WKDW µUDFH EHFDPH µ¶WKH PRGDOLW\ LQ ZKLFK FODVV >ZDV@
lived, the medium through which class relations [were] experienced the form in which it 
>ZDV@DSSURSULDWHGDQG³IRXJKWWKURXJK´+DOO¶9LUGHH2014: 163).  To a large 
extent, however, class dynamics have been overlooked in much of the discussion of 
whiteness in particular, something that has attributed a conscious or unwitting white 
dominance; a move that under-UHFRJQLVHVKRZµ>W@KHHFRQRPLFDQGSV\FKRORJLFDOZDJHs of 
whiteness may be more meagre (and thus more precious) the lower down the social hierarchy 
WKHZKLWHVXEMHFWLVORFDWHG¶*DUQHUIn several respects Virdee shows this to be 
the case, and especially how at important junctures the white working class in England 
µUHPDLQHG UHODWLYHO\ IUHH RI FRQWDPLQDWLRQ E\ WKH LGHRORJ\ RI ZKLWH-VXSUHPDF\¶ 9LUGHH
2014: 25).   
These debates have moved on but not necessarily forward.  Once exception is Nayak¶V 
fieldwork (2003) in contemporary post-industrial settings which explores how whiteness 
intersects with class and masculinities, and so is negotiated in ways that take RQµPXOWLSOH and 
FRQWLQJHQW¶PHDQLQJVibid. 7KLVLVHVSHFLDOO\HYLGHQWLQWHUPVRIKRZµZKLWHQHVVLVQRW
simply constituted in relation to blackness as previous race studies expertly show, but is also 
fashioned through and against other versions of whiteness¶ LELG  HPSKDVLV DGGHG
What this emphasises is that whiteness needs to be registered as more than supremacy, 
privilege and capital; it also needs to be understood as a class identity that can be negotiated, 
and so is much more than an outcome of racial dualism.  ,Q9LUGHH¶VDFFRXQW it is less the 
everyday but instead the seismic events GXULQJ WKH µKHURLF DJH RI WKH SUROHWDULDW¶ against 
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which such a race-class nexus has historically been forged and broken. The defeat of 
Chartism is a recurring theme.  Possibly sharing something with Lorimer¶V (1978) reading 
that racism became an entrenched feature of this fallout, especially in so far as it broke the 
link between µRSSUHVVLRQDEURDGZLWKH[SORLWDWLRQDWKRPH¶WKDW was previously  µconsistently 
made and sustained by Irish and English radicals and gave the Chartists an outlook and 
political complexion that regularly transcended the traditional boundaries of British 
nationalism (Virdee, 2014: 29).  He continues: 
With the defeat of CKDUWLVPµWKH³heroic age of the proletDULDW¶¶KDGSDVVHG¶S[I]n 
the moment of political defeat, groups of workers turned in on themselves thereby 
unmaking themselves as a class.  >«@In mid-Victorian England, the traditionally religious 
underpinnings of British nationalism were over-determined by a form of scientific racism 
that re-imagined Britain as an Anglo-Saxon Protestant nation in opposition to Catholics of 
the Celtic race on %ULWLVK VRLO¶ LELG  >«@ $Q XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI µUDFLDO¶ GLIIHUHQFH
embedded itself in the cultural and political life of the working class in England. (p. 35).  
 
A timely intervention 
As I have already indicated, 9LUGHH¶V WH[W PDNHV D ZHOFRPH LQWHUYHQWLRQ 2XU
politicians appear to be bleaching national narratives partly out of contingency (to correspond 
to election cycles and short term political advantage) though no less than for reasons of 
ideology too.  On each occasion the available counter-histories appear fewer, or certainly less 
audible, and popular historians and other ideologues often collude in the elevation of positive 
myths and - no doubt in their view - noble lies. And so 9LUGHH¶V book foregrounds a question: 
at the levels of public discourse and policy, how to bring these overlooked histories into 
current debates. They bear an obvious implication for the kinds of nationalism advocated by 
David Goodhart (2013) ± for whom ethnic diversity is a novelty and historically extrinsic to 
the body politic - DQGRWKHU µ/HIW¶ ILJXUHVZKR IHHOHWKQLFDQG UDcial minorities have taken 
something from them. The positive reception of such accounts might be taken as 
confirmation of a pervasive historical illiteracy.   
 
Part of the answer to this predicament surely rests in engaged scholarship on race. I have 
FRPSODLQHGHOVHZKHUHDERXWWKHµODXQGHULQJRIUDFHLQ(QJODQG¶VVRFLRORJ\GHSDUWPHQWVDQG
its near complete absence in Wales and Scotland, with the important exception of universities 
DFURVV*ODVJRZ¶0HHU, and so I should not miss the opportunity to do so again 
here.  Why is there less institutional investment in race by the white men and women who 
govern our university departments, schools and faculties? And at what cost?  How could it 
come to pass that in the long debate about Scottish Independence, race and Empire went 
unmentioned?   Scotland of course KDVD ORQJDQG LQWHUHVWLQJHQFRXQWHUZLWK µ5DFLDOLDOL]HG
2XWVLGHUV¶ DQG \HW DV Tom Devine has noted: µEHWZHHQ  DQG  WKHUH ZDV QR
DFDGHPLF DQDO\VLV RI 6FRWODQG¶V UROH LQ WKH %ULWLVK (PSLUH¶ TXRWHG LQ *RXUVR\DQQL 
61). Yet we know the Scottish story, just as the English RQH LV µ%XUVWLQJ ZLWK 6NHOHWRQV¶
(Marquand 2009), and that throughout various cycles of British expansionism and colonial 
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settlement, the sons and daughters of Scotland have made up its military and civilian ranks in 
copious numbers (Stenhouse 2004).   Devine (2003: 251) has set himself the task of 
elaborating how in the most profitable parts of the East Indian Trading Company, roughly 
half of the accountants and officer cadets were Scottish. In the words of the third Earl of 
5RVHEHU\ WKLV UHODWLRQVKLS µ6FRWWLFLVHG ,QGLD DQG 2ULHQWDOLVHG 6FRWODQG¶ TXRWHG LQ 'HYLQH
2003, 126). Indeed, from the middle of the nineteenth century, the British Raj system was 
created under a Scottish governor (General James Dalhousie), while elsewhere the Scot 
Charles James Napier effectively annexed the Sind province (a large part of modern 
Pakistan). Hence, by the mid-nineteenth century, when one in ten of the British population 
was Scottish, one third to a quarter of the civil service elite grade of the East India Company 
was Scottish.  
 
My point is that this was not one-way traffic ± the empire came often and long before 
Windrush docked in Tilbury ± yet this brief summary is probably more than most Scottish 
undergraduates in the Social Sciences students will receive on their first two years of a 
sociology program in Scotland. And this is a sad state of affairs, and which ± though focusing 
mainly on England ± 9LUGHH¶V FRQWULEXWLRQ FDQ KHOS UHYHUVH On that note I leave the final 
words to the author, to remind us of the virtue of reading history against the grain: µBy 
demonstrating the multi-ethnic character of the working class in England from the moment of 
its inception, racialized minorities can no longer be reduced to margins of the historical 
account of its making and unmaking¶ (Virdee, 2014: 7-8).  
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course part of the white club.  
